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International	Day	of	Climate	Action,	24	October
2024:
Prof	Jennifer	Fitchett	leads	the	charge	for	urgent	climate	change
mitigation	measures	to	protect	vulnerable	communities	in	South
Africa
	
International	Day	of	Climate	Action:	South	Africa	(SA)	joins	the	global	observance	of
the	International	Day	of	Climate	Action	on	24	October	2024,	a	worldwide	movement
initiated	by	concerned	youth,	which	aims	to	raise	awareness	of	the	global	phenomenon	of
climate	change	and	its	associated	global	injustice	according	to	Sustainable	Development
Goal	(SDG)	number	13.	This	is	done	by	taking	initiatives	to	reduce	greenhouse	gas
emissions,	improve	adaptation	to	climate-caused	issues	and	integrate	climate	change
measures	into	policies.	People	come	together	to	highlight	the	importance	of
environmental	conservation,	promote	sustainable	practices,	and	advocate	for	policies
that	address	climate	issues.	One	voice	stands	out	in	the	country’s	fight	against	climate
change:	that	of	Prof	Jennifer	Fitchett.	She	is	a	Professor	of	Physical	Geography	at	the
University	of	the	Witwatersrand	(Wits)	and	winner	of	the	2024	Communication	Award
under	the	prestigious	NSTF-South32	Awards.	Prof	Fitchett	has	been	at	the	forefront	of
climate	research	in	SA,	advocating	for	both	immediate	action	and	long-term	strategies	to
mitigate	the	effects	of	climate	change.
	
Her	research	is	focused	on	contemporary	climate	change	and	its	various	impacts.	The
first	focus	is	on	synoptic	climatological	changes,	including	shifts	in	tropical	cyclones,
changes	in	climatic	seasonality,	and	variability	in	precipitation	and	thermal	comfort.	The
research	also	examines	the	impacts	of	climate	change	on	plant	and	animal	phenology,
with	relevance	to	agriculture	and	tourism.	The	second	theme	involves	studying	climate
change	over	longer	time	periods	using	proxy	records,	focusing	on	Southern	Africa.	The
third	theme	explores	the	impacts	of	climate	change	on	tourism,	particularly	in	the	Middle
East	and	African	continent,	and	the	disjuncture	between	the	perceptions	of	foreign
tourists	and	local	accommodation	establishment	owners	regarding	climate	change
threats.	The	research	aims	to	identify	and	mitigate	threats	to	tourism	in	Southern	Africa.
	
This	year ’s	theme	for	the	International	Day,	“Empowering	Action,	Securing	the	Future,”
reflects	Fitchett’s	long-standing	call	for	bold	and	inclusive	solutions	to	tackle	climate-
related	challenges.	“We	are	already	seeing	the	devastating	impact	of	climate	change
across	SA,”	she	warns,	“from	prolonged	droughts	to	extreme	floods,	and	unless	we	act
now,	the	situation	will	only	worsen.”

Climate	crisis	in	SA:	As	a	country	highly	vulnerable	to	the	effects	of	climate	change,	SA
is	facing	an	escalating	crisis.	Extreme	weather	patterns	such	as	the	droughts	ravaging
the	Eastern	Cape	and	the	catastrophic	flooding	in	KwaZulu-Natal	are	becoming	more
frequent	and	severe.	“The	damage	we	are	witnessing	is	not	abstract	or	distant,”	Prof
Fitchett	explains.	“It	is	affecting	the	lives	of	ordinary	South	Africans	today.	Farmers	are
losing	crops,	families	are	being	displaced	by	floods,	and	entire	ecosystems	are	under
threat.”
	
“We	cannot	wait	for	tomorrow	to	act,”	she	states.	“Every	delay	puts	more	lives

and	livelihoods	at	risk,	especially	in	the	most	vulnerable	communities.”

Prof	Fitchett:	A	voice	for	climate	action
and	adaptation.	Prof	Fitchett	was
awarded	the	2024	Communication	Award	at
the	prestigious	NSTF-South32	Awards,
known	as	the	‘Science	Oscars	of	SA’
hosted	at	the	Sandton	Convention	Centre
and	the	Cape	Town	Convention	Centre	on
11	July	2024.

She	received	the	award	for	her	involvement	in	both	communicating	her	own	science	to
the	public	and	in	training	early	career	researchers	in	science	communication,	notably
through	a	Science	Blog,	articles	in	The	Conversation	and	podcasts.	Prof	Fitchett	has
dedicated	over	a	decade	to	studying	the	impacts	of	climate	change	on	Southern	Africa.	A
recipient	of	multiple	awards	for	her	work	in	climatology,	she	has	become	a	leading
advocate	for	climate	adaptation	strategies	that	prioritise	both	environmental	sustainability
and	social	justice.

“Climate	change	is	not	just	an	environmental	issue,	it’s	a	human	rights	issue,”	she	states.
“It	is	the	poorest	communities	that	suffer	the	most,	despite	contributing	the	least	to	global
emissions.”

Prof	Fitchett	has	worked	closely	with	local	government	agencies	and	international
organisations	to	develop	policies	that	address	the	country’s	climate	vulnerabilities.	She
was	instrumental	in	the	creation	of	the	Gauteng	Climate	Resilience	Strategy,	which	aims
to	build	resilience	against	extreme	weather	events	and	ensure	that	marginalised
communities	are	not	left	behind	in	the	transition	to	a	greener	economy.

Youth-led	movements	and	the	role	of	academia:	As	a	professor	and	mentor,	Prof
Fitchett	has	also	inspired	a	new	generation	of	climate	activists.	She	has	supported	youth-
led	movements	such	as	the	African	Climate	Alliance	and	regularly	collaborates	with
student	groups	on	climate	projects.	“Young	people	are	the	future	of	climate	action,”	she
notes.	“Their	passion,	creativity,	and	determination	are	what	gives	me	hope	that	we	can
still	turn	things	around.”

She	is	set	to	participate	in	a	webinar	series	on	24	October	2024,	for	this	year ’s
International	Day	of	Climate	Action	celebration,	organised	by	the	South	African	Climate
Action	Network	(SACAN),	aimed	at	educating	students	and	young	professionals	on	how
they	can	contribute	to	climate	action	through	careers	in	environmental	science,	policy,
and	activism.	“We	need	all	hands	on	deck,”	she	says.	“From	scientists	and	researchers	to
policymakers	and	everyday	citizens—everyone	has	a	role	to	play	in	this	fight.”
	

“The	International	Day	of	Climate	Action
is	not	just	about	raising	awareness;	it’s	about	sparking	real	change,”	she	says.
“Whether	it’s	attending	a	rally,	planting	trees,	or	reducing	your	carbon	footprint,

every	action	counts.”

Call	to	Action:	What	can	South	Africans	do?
	

Participate	in	local	climate	events:	Join	marches,	tree-planting	events,	and	clean-ups
happening	across	the	country.	Visit	https://www.climateaction.org/	for	a	full	list	of
events.

Reduce	your	carbon	footprint:	Take	steps	to	lower	energy	consumption,	use	public
transport,	and	support	local	sustainable	businesses.

Advocate	for	climate	policies:	Write	(or	talk)	to	your	local	representatives	urging	them
to	strengthen	climate	legislation	and	prioritise	renewable	energy	projects.

Support	research	and	education:	Get	involved	in	initiatives	led	by	South	African
universities,	NGOs,	and	community	groups	that	focus	on	climate	research	and
environmental	education.
	

The	Future	of	Climate	Action	in	SA:	Prof	Jennifer	Fitchett	remains	optimistic	that
through	collective	effort,	SA	can	emerge	as	a	leader	in	the	global	fight	against	climate
change.
	
She	concludes:	“We	are	a	resilient	nation,…	But	resilience	is	not	enough.	We
must	be	proactive.	We	must	innovate.	And	we	must	unite	behind	a	common

cause—the	preservation	of	our	planet.”
	
About	the	NSTF	(National	Science	and	Technology	Forum):	NSTF	is	an	independent
non-profit	stakeholder	body	and	network	–	a	civil-society	forum	of	over	130	organisations
involved	in	science,	engineering,	technology	(SET)	and	innovation	in	SA.

	
Join	the	NSTF’s	conversations	on	social	media:

Facebook:	@NSTFSA

X:	@NSTF_SA

Instagram:	@nstf_sa

LinkedIn:	National	Science	and	Technology	Forum	(NSTF)

YouTube:	National	Science	and	Technology	Forum	(NSTF)

TikTok:	nstf_sa
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About	the	NSTF
	
The	National	Science	and	Technology	Forum	(NSTF),	established	in	1995:

	
is	a	broadly-representative	stakeholder	body	for	all	science,	engineering	and	technology	(SET)	and
innovation	organisations	in	South	Africa

gathers	stakeholders	around	burning	issues	of	national	and	global	interest,	across	the	public	and
private	sectors,	including	matters	of	public	policy

includes	a	network	of	professional	societies	in	SET	and	STEM	education	(STEM	=	science,
technology,	engineering	and	mathematics)	-	the		NSTF	proSET	membership	sector.

recognises,	awards	and	profiles	the	outstanding	contributions	of	individuals	and	groups	to	SET	and
innovation	through	the	prestigious	NSTF	Awards

runs	and	supports	collaborative	projects	and	youth	outreach,	including	recognition	of	top
performance	in	mathematics	and	science,	role	modelling,	bursary	and	STEM	career	information

runs	and	supports	the	STEMulator.org	which	attracts	youth	and	educators	to
Explore>Discover>Learn	the	world	of	STEM	including	careers.	(Established	by	NSTF	proSET)
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